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present age to posterity so much as the improvements which
have been made in our public roads. . . . Despatch which is
the very life and soul of business becomes daily more attain-
able " *. Thus the great developments associated with the
canal and railway age continued a work already inaugurated.
(IV)
the corn laws
The e%ter- We have now to speak of the external trade in corn. In
^e mi<ldle °f tf16 sixteenth century the Venetian envoy in
England wrote : "In some places grain abounds, and there
would be much more did not the natives shun fatigue, but
they satisfy their wants and seek nothing more " 2. Nearly
two centuries later Defoe proclaimed that Great Britain,
" which may truly be called a corn country ", was " now
prodigiously increased in the product of corn, and every day
more and more increasing do supply a very great part of the
trading countries—I mean, on the south and west shores of
Europe—with corn whenever their crops fail " 3. Tillage was
one of the pillars of the Mercantile System 4, and the im-
portance assigned to it is explained in the preamble of an
Elizabethan Statute : " The strength and flourishing estate
of this kingdom hath been always, and is, greatly upheld and
advanced by the maintenance of the plough and tillage,
being the occasion of the increase and multiplying of people
both for service in the wars and in times of peace, being also
a principal mean that people are set on work and thereby
withdrawn from idleness, drunkenness, unlawful games and
all other lewd practices and conditions of life. . . . And also
the said husbandry and tillage is a cause that the realm doth
more stand upon itself, without depending upon foreign
countries either for bringing in of corn in time of scarcity, or
for vent and utterance of our own commodities being in
1	Homer, An Enquiry into the Means of Preserving and Improving the
Publick Roads (1767), 3, 7.
2	State Papers Venetian, 1534-1554, p. 354.
8 Defoe, A Plan of the English Commerce (ed. 1728), 231; Defoe, The
Complete English Tradesman (ed. 1727), ii. part ii. 34.
4 Infra, vol. iii. 1-2.

